Elements of habitat complexity that influence harpacticoid copepods associated with seagrass beds in a temperate bay.
The influence of habitat structure on abundance and taxonomic richness of epibenthic harpacticoid copepods in seagrass beds of Port Phillip Bay, Australia was investigated using artificial seagrass plants. The density and length of artificial seagrass plants was manipulated at three sites over two sampling times. Results for artificial plants were also compared with controls without plants. The presence of habitat structure in the form of artificial seagrass resulted in a significant increase in harpacticoid abundance at all sites and taxonomic richness at one site. In terms of artificial seagrass treatments, higher blade density resulted in higher harpacticoid abundance, but blade length and surface area had no significant effect. Taxonomic richness did not vary amongst artificial seagrass treatments. At the site where taxonomic richness was increased in the presence of artificial seagrass, rarefaction showed that the result was consistent with a passive increase related to increased sample size. In contrast, although abundances in artificial seagrass were significantly higher than in controls at the other two sites, the taxonomic richness was similar to controls, suggesting that the full range of taxa available was represented in control samples. This study shows that structural aspects of complexity can have importance beyond the simple provision of complexity in the form of increased surface area of habitat, and may depend on the scale examined. Further, the study emphasises the importance of spatial and temporal replication of experiments to give generality to results.